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ABSTRACT
This article addresses the ways in which Rod Library, University of Northern Iowa, seeks to
address the distinctive needs of the university's graduate student population through the
resources and services it makes available. National and regional associations have recognized the
need for a program of graduate education that ensures that students acquire an array of
knowledge and skills, including information literacy competencies. Recent surveys of graduate
student populations have documented the need for continuing instruction in the selection,
evaluation, and use of diverse resources. The article also reviews the ways in which the Library
has sought to involve the larger university community in the continued enhancement of library
resources and services and the development of mutually beneficial partnerships with the teaching
faculty.

What is the nature of graduate education? For most people, key components would include
advanced schooling in a focused area and research experience. A recent Association of American
Universities report on graduate education called for academic institutions to evaluate the graduate
curriculum to ensure that it provides students with the "knowledge and skills needed for a broad
array of postdoctoral careers." It further asserted that students in each program of study should
"acquire an understanding of the interconnections between that discipline and its research
methodologies and related areas."1 Thus, there is an expectation that specific skills, including the
identification, evaluation, and effective use of resources that will support professional practice and
continuing research, will be acquired.2 The importance of these competencies, frequently
described as information literacy, has been recognized by a number of regional accrediting
agencies, including the North Central Association of Schools and Colleges.3 Thus, the institutional
library is a natural partner in the provision of a high-quality graduate education experience.
Graduate education at what is now the University of Northern Iowa began in 1951 when the
institution was authorized to initiate a program leading to the Master of Arts in Education. Today,
the university offers over 50 graduate programs, including Doctor of Industrial Technology and
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Doctor of Education degrees, a variety of Master's degree programs, and a Specialist in Education
degree. The programs vary widely in their coursework, research expectations, and structure. All
departments in the university offer some graduate-level courses.4
Rod Library provides an array of resources and services that support graduate education. Some are
of broader interest and applicability; others are more focused on the particular needs of graduate
students. The library seeks to develop emphases in its resources and services appropriate to each
discipline, funds permitting. The library's strategic plan calls for the support of both the university
curriculum and research needs. As its mission statement notes, the library "is dedicated to
providing a personalized learning environment founded on the strong liberal arts curriculum of a
comprehensive institution" and "committed to supporting an intellectually and culturally diverse
community." While the mission statement makes no distinction between undergraduate and
graduate programs, the associated goals and objectives make explicit mention of support for
"excellence in . . . graduate programs that distinguish the university and attract students to it."5
Researchers have found that it is important that graduate students understand the need for
differences in the use of library resources from the typical undergraduate use patterns they may
have established. As one study succinctly stated, "Graduate education is not a simple extension of
undergraduate coursework beyond the baccalaureate level, but involves new forms of learning and
mastery of new capabilities."6 Some of this instruction may be provided by the teaching faculty
who serve as course instructors and advisors, but their knowledge vis a vis library resources and
information literacy skills may be dated or have gaps, or they may employ research patterns not
easily adopted by their less experienced students. In its Standards for Libraries in Higher
Education, the Association of College & Research Libraries calls for collaboration between
librarians and classroom faculty. Librarians are directed to "participate in curriculum planning and
information literacy instruction as well as educational outcomes assessment." The standards
further state that "information literacy skills and user education should be integrated across the
curriculum and into appropriate courses."7
To be effective library users, graduate students, like their undergraduate counterparts, need to be
receptive to point-of-use and group instruction. Even those graduate students who participated in
formal library instruction programs as undergraduates need additional instruction. Most will have
moved to a new university, with accompanying changes in the resources available to them; some
will have begun a program of study in a new discipline; and all will need to modify their established
research practices to accommodate continuing changes in access and technology.8 It has been
further noted that graduate students may "fall into a library instruction gap" (in an environment in
which programs are geared to undergraduates or to faculty) and "an opportunity gap" (an
environment in which they have not received instruction in the latest resources and technologies).9
In fall 1998, a User Needs Assessment Group at the University of Iowa Libraries surveyed a
random sample of graduate and professional students at that institution. The survey found that the
most common reasons for using the library cited by these students were to check out books,
journals, and other materials.10 The students' open-ended responses "revealed a lack of awareness
of library services and resources" and "a need for more information and general instruction." While
the respondents reported making reasonable use of the services of the Reference Desk, eighty-five
percent indicated that they "seldom or never" made use of instructional services. Their open-ended
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responses revealed, however, that they recognized the need for more such instruction. 11 Graduate
students today tend to be technology literate, and they expect that library resources will make
effective use of evolving technologies.12 One analyst has noted that there is a fine line between
acquiring research skills and computer skills, "a line that is constantly being blurred as users who
are technologically literate turn to the library to acquire research skills, particularly in the case of
graduate populations."13
Academic libraries seek to provide services in a climate in which "user expectations have risen
substantially. Librarians are increasingly expected to assist users in evaluating the information they
receive. These changes evince an evolving role for librarians, one that suggests a closer partnership
with users and a greater responsibility for the educational process."14
Rod Library faculty and staff want to help graduate students acquire the information-gathering and
evaluation skills that will prepare them for professional success and lifelong learning. They seek
to do so in accord with the Guidelines for Instruction Programs in Academic Libraries, developed
by the Association of College & Research Libraries. While this document does not make specific
reference to graduate programs, its content is applicable to services oriented to post-baccalaureate
students. The guidelines indicate that in developing effective instruction programs, libraries need
to recognize "the diverse nature of the learning community, including the varieties of learning
theory, attitudes, educational levels, life experiences, cultures, technology skill levels, and other
learner variables such as proximity to the campus itself (distance learning students)."15
Rod Library faculty and staff recognize that students have different learning styles, educational
backgrounds, and information needs. In addition, they are aware that being a part-time or distance
education student may be another important factor influencing library use. Not surprisingly, for
example, various studies have documented the strong preference of distance education graduate
students for electronic, rather than print, resources. One survey conducted at a large state university
in 2003 found that almost fifty percent of the participants, all distance education graduate students,
"choose the Internet as their primary information source," embracing the "principle of least
effort."16 This tendency poses particular challenges, as graduate students may well not have the
training they need to evaluate their search results.17
Rod Library maintains a number of formal and informal connections with the larger university
community which are of value in tailoring resources and services to the needs of graduate students
and other patrons. The library employs many of the strategies to build mutually beneficial
relationships that are recommended in the professional literature.18 The library faculty is
represented on the university's undergraduate and graduate curriculum committees, and a library
consultation process takes place in the developmental phase of the curriculum process. There is a
library faculty representative on a number of other university bodies, including the Graduate
Council. In the last year, the library has created the position of Outreach Coordinator. This
individual, who also has responsibilities for collection management, reference, and use, is charged
with investigating ways to build on current library initiatives to enhance campus awareness, and
use of library resources and the library itself.
The library has a longstanding liaisons program through which departments can communicate
departmental needs and interests. The liaison is the official contact for the library faculty who serve
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as subject bibliographers. The liaisons work with the bibliographers to build collections that
support the curriculum, research activities, and interests of the university community, and that
reflect changes in a discipline or field of study. The liaison also serves as the library's primary
contact person for the dissemination of information about library policies, new programs, and
special resources.
In addition, the library faculty regularly makes use of e-mail to communicate with the liaisons and
other teaching faculty. In this way, they may share information about developments in the library's
resources and services, and solicit input into the collection building process. Members of the
library faculty have established departmental distribution lists for this purpose. They also meet
with the faculty in particular departments or programs to review library policies, and to seek input
into library collections and services.
The library's Collection Management program has as its focus the development of local collections
and the provision of access to remote resources that support the instructional, research, and
informational needs of members of the university community.19 Faculty members from
departments throughout the library serve as bibliographers, or subject specialists, for one or more
disciplines. The bibliographers have a tripartite responsibility: collection development, drawing
on recurring state funds, grants, and soft money; collection assessment, including preparing reports
in support of self-studies and accreditation reviews; and communication with departmental liaisons
and other members of the teaching faculty about collection management and related library
services. Most bibliographers participate as well in the library's group instruction program.
In recent years, bibliographers' assignments have become more diverse. They have increased
contacts with the teaching faculty and have sought to provide customized instruction to them about
library resources and services in individual and small group settings in what might be termed a
"train the trainer" program. Participation in group instruction by library faculty from outside the
Reference and Instructional Services Department has grown. Many librarians have created a
variety of Web-based instructional materials, including user guides and customized course or
programmatic Web sites.
While historically the library's collections in many disciplines had a largely undergraduate focus,
here too there have been changes, mirroring those in graduate programs, expectations for graduate
students, and faculty research interests. Librarians have worked with the teaching faculty to seek
to support new graduate programs in areas such as Accounting, Environmental Science,
Philanthropy and Nonprofit Development, Social Work, and Women's Studies.
The library has sought to address increasingly sophisticated resource needs in many disciplines,
and to provide access to new resources of varying scope and formats. Graduate programs have
been an important impetus in the licensing of large full-text collections, and in the pursuit of
consortial agreements with Regent and other libraries that have made available resources that
otherwise would not be affordable. As a result, the library has been able to provide access to the
full text of thousands of electronic journals.
To be truly useful, the best developed collections need complementary programs in reference and
user instruction. As noted in a recent overview of reference services in the academic library,
4|Page

Volume 1, Issue 1 (Fall 2005)

The Role of the University Library

ISSN 1558-8769

"reference work helps drive collection development and efforts to increase information literacy,
by demonstrating what materials the users need and what instruction they must have to work with
those materials."20 The library's Reference and Instructional Services Department and the Special
Services units - the Art & Music Collection, Special Collections & University Archives, and the
Youth Collection - provide a variety of services that, while not limited to graduate students, may
have them as their primary clientele and might well not be as fully developed were it not for the
presence of graduate programs at the university.
These services include a research consultations service, developed in response to the perceived
need for more in-depth assistance than can be provided in unscheduled, ad hoc Reference Desk
interactions. A number of recent studies have demonstrated that while the total number of reference
inquiries has been declining, the questions posed have become more complex.21 Graduate students
have been among the primary users of this service which helps them to meet seminar and research
class requirements and pursue research papers and theses. Members of the teaching faculty often
direct them to the library for this purpose. In the process, both the students and the faculty build
closer relationships with library faculty, and enhance the library faculty's understanding of a
discipline and of research being conducted at UNI.
The library also provides customized instruction to graduate seminars and research classes. At
times, multiple sessions may be conducted for a single course. In academic year 2004 -2005 library
faculty provided instruction to thirty 200-level graduate courses in seventeen different programs.
These sessions accounted for eleven percent of the total group instruction that was provided.22 In
some instances, library faculty members also serve as the co-instructors of graduate seminars. To
supplement more traditional forms of instruction, library faculty have created, or worked with
classroom faculty to develop, customized Web sites for graduate programs in select disciplines.
Other library services support graduate programs offered via distance education. In 2005 - 2006,
the university has students enrolled in seventeen graduate degree programs through the Division
of Continuing Education and Special Programs.23 The particular requirements posed by the
distance education environment have led to a reconsideration of diverse patron needs. In the last
few years, the library has expanded its commitment to the development of collections in electronic
format, including e-books and electronic reference titles. It provides other services as well,
including a toll-free reference phone number, document delivery, photocopy and fax services,
customized class Web pages, and ICN instruction by library faculty. These and other services are
described on a set of Web pages geared to the needs of UNI distant learners. A library faculty
member serves as the Distance Education Coordinator, and works closely with these students.
There are numerous ways in which Rod Library can and does support a high-quality program of
graduate education at UNI. Working closely with the teaching faculty, librarians can play a critical
role in ensuring that graduate students have access to the resources they need and acquire the
information gathering and evaluation competencies that will ensure a productive professional life
and livelihood beyond the academy.
Katherine F. Martin is Head of Collection Management and Special Services at the Rod Library,
University of Northern Iowa
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